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2 NATIONAL CURRICULUM ASSESSMENTS: REGULATORY FRAMEWORK (REVISED 2006)
Foreword
The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) is accountable to the Secretary of
State for Education and Skills for securing public confidence in the validity, reliability
and rigour of the national curriculum assessments.
This regulatory framework, with the National curriculum assessments: code of practice,
provides the criteria and identifies the processes that we will apply to the regulation of
national curriculum assessments.
Our regulatory responsibilities include:
• monitoring National Assessment Agency activity, including test development
and delivery
• ensuring standards are maintained
• establishing whether the assessments are fair and effective in measuring
achievement by pupils.
Our aim is to promote and protect best practice within national curriculum
assessments and to safeguard the interests of the learner.
This revised framework replaces the version published in early 2006. Revisions to this
publication have been informed by feedback from stakeholders and evidence from
monitoring activities. The changes in this document are intended to achieve a more
strategic approach to regulation, based on a system of self-assessment and continuous
improvement.
We are committed to applying the government’s five principles of good regulation
(proportionality, accountability, consistency, transparency and targeted intervention) to
our regulatory work. The publication of this regulatory framework places the criteria for
the development and delivery of the national curriculum assessments in the public arena.
I am pleased to present this revised regulatory framework for 2006. If you have any
comments about the framework, please send them to ncamonitoring@qca.org.uk.
Isabel Nisbet
Director, Regulation and Standards
Introduction
Regulation of national curriculum assessments 
1 The national curriculum assessments are produced by the National Assessment
Agency (NAA), a subsidiary of the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA).
The production and delivery of these assessments are regulated by the Regulation
and Standards division of QCA against the National curriculum assessments: code
of practice.
2 Regulation must be fit for purpose, transparent and clearly communicated.
Intervention must be targeted, consistently applied and proportional to the 
task in hand. QCA will ensure a fair deal for learners and be accountable to 
the public, whose interests it seeks to safeguard, and to the government.
Purpose of this document 
3 This document sets out: 
• QCA’s role as regulator for the national curriculum assessments 
• the criteria against which each national curriculum assessment must be judged 
• the regulatory requirements for delivering the national curriculum assessments
• the programme for monitoring national curriculum assessments 
• the procedures for monitoring national curriculum assessments.
The purpose of national curriculum assessments 
4 National curriculum tests and tasks are used to assess pupils’ attainment in English
and mathematics at key stages 1, 2 and 3, and science at key stages 2 and 3. 
The test results are intended to complement evidence of attainment collected by
teachers through their own assessments; and at key stage 1 to help teachers make
their assessment of pupils’ achievement. The results are used to indicate the level
of attainment of individual pupils and (when aggregated) the level of performance
of schools and local authorities in England. 
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This document replaces National curriculum assessments: regulatory framework (QCA/06/2320).
Section 1: Roles and
responsibilities 
5 QCA is the regulator for all national curriculum assessments (tests and tasks)
taken by pupils aged 3–14. It is accountable to the Secretary of State for
Education and Skills for ensuring that the public is confident about the validity,
reliability and rigour of these assessments and for maintaining standards over
time.
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority 
6 The chief executive of QCA is ultimately accountable for the integrity and quality
of national curriculum assessments, and for maintaining assessment standards.
7 QCA is committed to meeting the five principles of good regulation:
proportionality, accountability, consistency, transparency and targeting.1
8 QCA maintains public confidence and standards in two ways. First, it has defined
criteria (both common and subject specific) against which the assessments are
judged. Second, it has established processes by which the development and
delivery of assessments are monitored and quality assured.
9 QCA’s responsibilities are to: 
a) maintain a regulatory framework to monitor the development and delivery of
national curriculum assessments for pupils aged 3–14 
b) ensure that standards in these assessments are maintained over time 
c) ensure that assessments are a fair and an effective measurement of achievement 
d) support an appeals process to ensure that complaints about the national
curriculum assessment process, or the conduct of NAA and its contracted
agencies, are investigated where appropriate 
e) publish and keep under review the regulatory instruments, including the
national curriculum assessment common and subject criteria, and the code of
practice for the production and delivery of these assessments 
f ) ensure that the requirements of the common and subject criteria and the code
of practice are fulfilled 
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1 Better Regulation Task Force, Principles of good regulation (www.brc.gov.uk).
g) employ, or commission, and train individuals who have appropriate expertise
to undertake monitoring activities; these individuals will follow the
procedures, defined by QCA and adhere to a code of conduct 
h) ensure that regulatory activities are coherent and implemented fairly 
i) specify a programme of work for each year’s regulatory activities 
j) ensure that NAA is kept informed at all stages of the form and purpose of any
regulatory activity 
k) provide advice on assessment policy and associated risks. 
National Assessment Agency 
10 NAA develops the assessments. NAA’s responsibilities are to: 
a) ensure that national curriculum assessments meet the requirements of the
common and subject criteria and the code of practice; NAA will be expected
to provide evidence to show that each of the common criteria has been met 
b) make available relevant information requested by QCA and allow QCA
reasonable access to premises, dissemination events, meetings, documents,
data, NAA staff and agency staff, where appropriate 
c) ensure that all contracted external agencies and consultants are aware of, and
comply with, the relevant sections of this document and the code of practice
d) alert QCA to any major risks and issues that could affect the integrity or
delivery of the assessments 
e) provide QCA with up-to-date management information, including process
maps of test development and delivery 
f ) inform QCA of any proposed changes to the test development and delivery
processes and procedures 
g) provide timely responses to issues raised by QCA and any recommendations
for change
h) provide advice on assessment policy and associated risks.
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Section 2: Criteria for national
curriculum assessments 
11 The five common criteria outlined in this section apply to all aspects of test
development, delivery, marking and reporting. NAA must ensure that the
procedures for each aspect reflect the common criteria where appropriate and 
that the common criteria are considered during any evaluation.
12 The subject criteria supplement the common criteria and describe the form of
assessment and coverage of each subject at each key stage. Test specifications and
associated assessment instruments must be developed against these criteria.
Table 1: Key stage and regulatory criteria
Assessment Regulatory criteria
Key stage 1 English Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 1 English previously
published in the 2006 National
curriculum assessments: regulatory
framework
Key stage 1 mathematics Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 1 mathematics
previously published in the 2006
National curriculum assessments:
regulatory framework
Key stage 2 English Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 2 English
Key stage 2 mathematics Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 2 mathematics
Key stage 2 science Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 2 science 
Key stage 3 English Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 3 English 
Key stage 3 mathematics Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 3 mathematics 
Key stage 3 science Subject-specific criteria 
for key stage 3 science
13 Subject criteria will be reviewed annually and revised in line with the programme
of work identified in Section 4. They may change year on year to reflect the
monitoring and evaluation of the national curriculum assessment arrangements,
any changes in national curriculum assessment policy, or revised statutory orders
or national curriculum requirements. 
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14 The subject criteria will be used for national curriculum assessments developed
after the publication of this framework. As some tests are developed on a rolling
programme, with a reserve test one year becoming the next year’s live test, each
key stage subject indicates the first test series on which these criteria will have 
an impact.
Common criteria 
15 The national curriculum assessments must generate results that provide a valid
measure of the required knowledge, skills and understanding as defined by the
national curriculum and subject criteria. 
a) The test specification, produced by NAA and approved by the regulator, must
define: 
i. the curriculum coverage to be included within the total assessment 
ii. the degree of coverage of content and skills within the identified
programme of study, level descriptions and attainment targets 
iii. how the tests effectively sample attainment at each level covered in the test
and how this will be reflected in the marks allocated. 
b) Assessment materials must: 
i. reflect current best classroom practice 
ii. expose and complement the richness of the curriculum where this can be
achieved in a written test 
iii. use, over time, a range of stimulus materials and item types. 
16 The national curriculum assessments must generate results that provide a reliable
measure of pupils’ performance. 
a) NAA will describe the processes and demonstrate, through pre-test data, level
setting, analysis of pupil performance in the ‘live’ tests and evaluation, that
the tests: 
i. deliver levels that are awarded consistently 
ii. deliver consistent marks in order to discriminate effectively between
pupils’ performance 
iii. provide appropriate arrangements to ensure schools administer the tests
fairly and effectively 
iv. ensure that markers are trained to apply the mark scheme consistently 
v. use measures and materials that are appropriate for the age of the pupils. 
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17 The national curriculum assessments must generate results that provide
comparability of standards.
a) NAA will: 
i. demonstrate that assessments are of comparable difficulty over time,
between key stages, between tiers, and between question options, allowing
comparisons to be made of pupil performance 
ii. indicate the degree to which such comparability is achieved 
iii. ensure thresholds are equivalent in demand to previous years and in
relation to total marks in any specific subject at any key stage, and remain
as stable as possible from year to year, making sure unavoidable variations
do not result in an overall drift over time 
iv. ensure continuity with previous years’ material in terms of style, format
and difficulty 
v. make clear the possible impact of any changes in assessment procedure,
format or content. 
18 The national curriculum assessments must generate results that minimise bias,
differentiating on the basis of pupils’ ability to meet the requirements.
a) Assessments must: 
i. be designed to engage pupils and effectively elicit optimum performance,
providing opportunities for different groups of pupils to demonstrate their
abilities to meet the full range of requirements 
ii. be free from any covert or overt discrimination, either through wording 
or content 
iii. ensure where source materials are used, that these contain appropriate
subject matter and language 
iv. use language suitable for the target group, clear diagrams where
appropriate, and comprehensive and accessible rubrics. 
b) NAA, in its products and processes, will: 
i. ensure access and equality of opportunity while safeguarding the integrity
of the assessment 
ii. not create barriers to achievement 
iii. ensure fair assessment for all pupils, including those with particular
assessment requirements 
iv. take account of all current legislation in relation to equality of
opportunity. 
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19 The national curriculum assessment system must be manageable. 
a) NAA will demonstrate that the assessment system will be delivered on time
and be manageable: 
i. for pupils to complete assessments within given time constraints 
ii. to administer 
iii. in terms of equipment and material required, as specified by NAA in
advance of the assessments taking place 
iv. in terms of not making unreasonable demands on schools 
v. for markers.
Subject criteria 
20 The following pages identify the specific subject criteria for:
• key stages 2 and 3 English
• key stages 2 and 3 mathematics
• key stages 2 and 3 science.
21 National curriculum assessment materials have been developed for key stage 1
English and mathematics to inform teacher assessment. NAA has already
completed the test development cycle and conducted level confirmation exercises
for materials that will be released to schools from 2006/7. Therefore, key stage 1
materials are not covered in the following subject criteria. Published test materials
will identify the version of the regulatory framework used during their development.
22 QCA reserves the right to modify subject criteria during a test development cycle
where it is deemed to be in the interest of the learner or secures the integrity of
the assessment.
SECTION 2:  CRITERIA FOR NATIONAL CURRICULUM ASSESSMENTS (REVISED 2006) 9

















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































English subject criteria (continued)






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































English subject criteria (continued)






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































English subject criteria (continued)






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































English subject criteria (continued)












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Mathematics subject criteria (continued)














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Mathematics subject criteria (continued)









































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Mathematics subject criteria (continued)














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Science subject criteria (continued)


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Science subject criteria (continued)
Section 3: Delivering national
curriculum assessments 
23 National curriculum test specifications, and associated assessment materials under
development, will be evaluated on their potential to deliver results that match the
five common criteria (see paragraphs 11–19), their fit with the subject criteria 
and their identified quality assurance procedures. NAA will be expected to
provide data and management information as evidence that the code of practice
has been met.
24 For each stage of the test development and delivery process, in line with section 5
(flow chart 1), NAA will provide the regulator with descriptions of: the
procedures being operated; the controls and potential points of failure; how risks
will be minimised; and what contingency plans exist. To enable transparency,
NAA will establish defensible, measurable characteristics and evidence of success
for each process. These characteristics should be clear and robust, providing a
mechanism for regulation and self-assessment. The regulator will agree with NAA
the tolerances (including timing) outside of which the regulator must be
informed. NAA must ensure that, within the risk management framework,
business continuity plans are maintained and regularly practised and reviewed to
prepare for major incidents that could adversely affect the assessment systems.
25 NAA’s procedures must be consistent with the National curriculum assessments:
code of practice and the models for ensuring the maintenance of standards over
time (see the appendices to the code of practice).
Communication and dissemination 
26 NAA is responsible for the timely communication and dissemination of all
statutory requirements and associated information concerning national
curriculum assessment to schools and local authorities, using circulars,
publications, electronic media, conferences, etc, as appropriate. NAA will ensure
that it meets agreed customer service standards and that telephone helplines are
set up to deal with enquiries on all aspects of test administration, including
external marking, data collection and reasonable adjustments, during the
assessment cycle.
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Test development
27 NAA is responsible for ensuring the production of high-quality national
curriculum assessment materials (including modified materials) for each core
subject at each key stage. NAA will explain the system of development, trialling,
pre-testing and review that will ensure final versions of test materials are fit for
purpose, free from error and capable of generating robust results. NAA must
provide test development agencies with specifications for the development process
linked to the common and subject criteria. 
28 All materials must be designed for use with the full range of pupils who are
working at the appropriate levels and have followed the relevant key stage
programme of study. As far as is practicable, the test materials should ensure
equality of access for all eligible pupils.
Test security 
29 NAA will ensure that procedures are established, documented and supplied to all
relevant staff, agencies, consultants and markers to maintain the integrity of the
tests. NAA will ensure that procedures for maintaining test security, with
reference to delivery, storage and administration before, during and after the tests
are communicated to schools. Clear guidance should be provided for schools and
local authorities on what constitutes maladministration and malpractice, and the
possible sanctions.
30 The regulator must be informed of any breaches of security that have the
potential to compromise the integrity of an assessment. NAA must have
contingency plans in place to be able to respond to any breach of security that has
compromised the integrity of an assessment. 
Print and distribution of assessment materials 
31 NAA is responsible for the timely and secure distribution of appropriate
quantities of assessment materials (including modified materials) to schools,
enabling the effective and efficient administration of the tests and tasks. NAA will
ensure that schools and local authorities are fully informed about how and when
materials will be delivered. NAA will have procedures in place to deliver to
Service Children’s Education schools overseas. 
32 NAA will establish systems to receive information on the successful delivery of
materials so that it can remedy failures. Where distribution problems or errors
occur, NAA will have procedures in place to ensure that additional or replacement
assessment materials are supplied in good time so that schools can meet their
statutory obligations.
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Test administration 
33 Arrangements for test administration will be specified and published. 
The arrangements should not impose unnecessary demands on schools or local
authorities, or on pupils with special assessment needs.
34 Pupils must be systematically registered for national curriculum assessments
without undue burden or unnecessary demands being placed on schools. 
35 At key stage 1, NAA will establish procedures to support the internal test
administration that informs statutory teacher assessment. NAA will demonstrate
how these activities ensure the maintenance of nationally agreed standards. 
36 For maintained schools, NAA will provide guidance for local authorities on
carrying out their statutory responsibilities to monitor: 
a) the integrity of test administration at key stages 2 and 3 
b) the quality of the moderation of teacher assessment at key stage 1.
37 For non-maintained schools participating in the statutory national curriculum
assessments, NAA has a statutory duty to monitor:
a) the integrity of test administration at key stages 2 and 3
b) the quality of the moderation of teacher assessment at key stage 1.
Reasonable adjustments
38 NAA will demonstrate how it will ensure access for pupils with particular
assessment needs, in line with the requirements of current legislation, without
invalidating the test or disadvantaging other pupils, and publish these
arrangements to schools.
39 NAA will demonstrate the arrangements by which special consideration will be
given to pupils whose performance in the test is affected by distressing
circumstances and publish these arrangements to schools.
Marking 
40 At key stage 1, NAA will ensure that schools and local authorities have the
necessary materials to understand the teacher assessment process and their
responsibilities.
41 At key stages 2 and 3, NAA will ensure that: 
a) external markers are trained so that they understand their responsibility and
consistently apply the mark scheme, in line with the agreed national standard
b) external markers do not mark test papers from schools in which they have a
personal interest 
c) marking is monitored, reviewed and, where necessary, adjusted to ensure
consistent standards are applied 
d) published deadlines for marked tests to be returned to schools are met.
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Malpractice 
42 NAA must investigate any matter brought to its attention that relates to doubt
over the accuracy or correctness of pupils’ results. 
43 NAA must inform QCA’s regulation team of all cases leading to the annulment 
of results.
Level setting 
44 NAA is responsible for setting level thresholds that ensure test standards are
maintained from year to year. The position of these thresholds is based on
statistical and judgemental evidence from the pre-tests and, where appropriate,
evidence from pupils’ performance on the tests. 
45 NAA must ensure that the level thresholds are communicated to markers and
published in a timely fashion.
Data requirements, collection and reporting 
46 NAA must have thorough and robust systems for collecting and checking all pupil
performance data as defined by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES)
in its technical requirements. NAA must ensure that the data are accurate, up to
date and complete to enable the distribution of test, task and external marking
materials to schools as well as the reporting of test results by the published date. 
Review of marking
47 NAA must establish a review mechanism to address teachers’ concerns about the
quality of marking and accuracy of results. The cost to schools for requesting a
review of marking must not be prohibitive. 
48 NAA must have procedures in place for monitoring, evaluating and reporting
annually on the review arrangements, sharing relevant data with the regulator 
on request.
49 NAA will publish arrangements for schools seeking a review of the marking of
their tests and will respond to all issues and complaints raised by schools or
individuals during the test period.
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Appeals 
50 Schools must be able to appeal against NAA’s final decision in cases of
malpractice. NAA will ensure that, once the malpractice process has been
completed, schools wishing to appeal are provided with the necessary procedures.
The appeals will be carried out by QCA independent appointees, who must not
be consultants or employees of NAA or the test operations agency. 
Evaluation
51 NAA must ensure that its evaluation activities and self-assessment support
continuous improvement. NAA must ensure that their evaluation of processes
outlined in this regulatory framework and the National curriculum assessments:
code of practice (revised autumn 2006) considers:
a) the suitability of all materials and the validity of outcomes
b) the effectiveness of administration arrangements
c) the manageability of data collection arrangements.
52 NAA should actively seek the involvement of stakeholders, specifically local
authorities, schools and pupils at each key stage, to inform the evaluation of each
year’s assessments. 
Procurement 
53 The regulator must be informed of any major procurement activities such as the
appointment of test development or test operations agencies. The regulator must
make it known to NAA if it wishes to contribute to the procurement exercise.
Archiving 
54 The regulator will agree with NAA detailed arrangements for archiving materials
from each test cycle.
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Section 4: Programme for
monitoring national curriculum
assessments 
55 QCA will use the five principles of good regulation (proportionality,
accountability, consistency, transparency and targeting) to inform its regulatory
activities:
a) proportionality: regulators should only intervene when necessary. Remedies
should be appropriate to the risk posed, and costs should be identified and
minimised
b) accountability: regulators must be able to justify decisions and be subject to
public scrutiny
c) consistency: rules and standards must be linked and implemented fairly
d) transparency: regulators should be open and make regulations simple and easy
to use
e) targeting: regulation should focus on problems and seek to minimise side effects.
56 QCA will apply the five principles of good regulation when: 
a) approving NAA’s national curriculum assessment programme of work,
including the proposals that NAA produces at the beginning of the
development cycle to meet the common and subject criteria 
b) monitoring NAA products and processes, specifically test development,
marking and level setting
c) monitoring all final level setting meetings for the statutory national
curriculum assessments
d) undertaking investigations and reviews that focus on specific areas or issues.
This may deal with consistency and standards, subject- or key-stage-specific
aspects of the development or delivery processes, or enquiries into specific
problems
e) working with NAA on an effective mechanism for NAA regulatory 
self-assessment with an emphasis on continuous improvement
f ) publishing regulatory documents.
57 QCA will ensure that all people involved in regulation identify any potential
conflict of interest and take action accordingly.
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58 QCA will inform NAA of the focus for regulation annually. Performance will be
judged against compliance with the relevant common and subject criteria and
code of practice. 
59 The table on the following page shows the planned areas of monitoring activity
for 2007–9. 
28 NATIONAL CURRICULUM ASSESSMENTS: REGULATORY FRAMEWORK (REVISED 2006)









































































































































































































































































































































Section 5: Regulation procedures 
60 The following flow chart illustrates the procedures to be implemented for
approving NAA’s proposed programme of work. 
61 These procedures will be kept under review and any changes agreed with NAA.
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QCA publishes the regulatory
framework including 




and produces a proposal 
for its programme of work












the proposal against the
regulatory framework and
code of practice
Flow chart 1: Procedure for approving NAA’s proposed programme of work
Approving a programme of work
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Implementing change
62 From time to time, it may be necessary to amend the national curriculum
assessments – either the subject criteria, common criteria or the requirements for
a particular process. This may be required for a variety of reasons, for example:
a) policy changes requested by ministers or the DfES
b) curriculum developments requested by QCA
c) outcomes of QCA regulatory monitoring activities
d) continuous improvement through NAA self-assessment
e) modernisation programmes or e-assessment initiatives. 
63 Any change to the national curriculum assessments affects the comparability of
standards and delivery of the assessments. Consequently, QCA and NAA must be
able to manage and justify changes in the system. Where appropriate, the need for
and impact of change will be informed through discussion with stakeholders,
including teachers, professional associations and others as appropriate. 
64 Where changes are proposed to content, structure or processes, NAA will provide
QCA with an impact analysis of the proposed changes. This analysis should be
evaluated against the appropriate common criteria (identified in Section 2) and
must address issues of comparability and standards over time. QCA will review
the impact analysis to ensure that risks are acceptable and minimised.
65 Based on the scale of the changes proposed, NAA and QCA’s regulation team will
agree on the appropriate level of change management and the involvement of the
QCA Executive, QCA Board, DfES and ministers.
66 The following principles will apply when implementing change:
a) where feasible, the QCA regulation team will incorporate changes into
common and subject criteria
b) QCA will work in partnership with NAA to explain and justify changes
c) where appropriate, written consent will be obtained from DfES
d) where change to the system is proposed, risks will be identified, evaluated and
included in QCA’s risk register and issues log.
67 Depending on the scale of proposed changes to the content, format or methods
of assessment, NAA will negotiate with QCA a timescale for implementation.
QCA will ensure that adequate notice is given to effect change so that the
integrity of the tests is maintained. NAA must ensure that adequate notice is
given to schools so that the interests of pupils are protected.
68 QCA may recommend piloting any proposed changes before full implementation.
Decisions on whether to implement any piloted activities, and how these activities
should be monitored, would be agreed with NAA. 
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Who is it for? Local and national authorities and agencies responsible for
developing, distributing and marking national curriculum
assessments and reporting the results. 
What is it about? This regulatory framework sets out:
• QCA’s role as regulator of national curriculum
assessments 
• the criteria against which each national curriculum
assessment must be judged 
• the regulatory requirements for National Assessment
Agency procedures 
• the programme and procedures for monitoring national
curriculum assessments.
What is it for? The regulatory framework places the criteria for the
development and delivery of national curriculum
assessments in the public arena.
What next? QCA will keep this framework under review to ensure it
reflects best practice.
Related materials National curriculum assessments: code of practice
(revised 2007) (QCA/06/2828)
